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Ways of Seeing, Ways of Telling: From Art History to Sport History
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Art and sport tend to be regarded as very dissimilar areas of human endeavour. Yet the excellence of human achievement attained in both fields promotes a similarity of consideration that suggests a degree of commonality in the respective methodologies of scholars working on the history of art and the history of sport. A particular sensitivity for sport historians has involved wanting to appear to be doing more than telling stories about great sportspeople and sporting contests. While this is an understandable concern, sport historians risk engaging in something other than 'sport history' if they allow anxiety to compromise the discussion of their core subject matter. The history of the history of art reveals a related tension over the existence of a canon of great artists. This tension has not been, and need not be, resolved. Sport historians do well to consider its negotiation as they think through ways to enhance their own modi operandi.
Keywords: Renaissance artists; connoisseurship; aesthetics; 'great artist'; appreciation When Pliny the Elder set out what has come to be regarded as western civilisation's first 'art history', his discussion of the representation of athleticism in Greek statuary was so sympathetic to human movement in competitive toil that a natural relationship between those areas we now know as art and sport seemed permanently assured. 1 But such an understanding was lost over the long historical haul from classical antiquity to modern times. was subsequently adopted very successfully by All Black teams over the next 30 years, until it was counteracted by a codified rule change to introduce an eight-player scrum in 1932. 22
As one of the most eminent historians of sport, Allen Guttmann, points out, there is not a 'perfect correspondence between sports history and art history'. 23 Although 'sports and the arts are both cultural universals' with 'point-to-point connections', they differ in that creating a work of art 'is more explicitly and immediately expressive and interpretative than a sports contest'. 24 For this fundamental reason sport can be represented in artworks in a way that works of art cannot be represented in sport. This also creates a disciplinary imbalance; a sport historian's look to art history for hermeneutical or methodological leads is unlikely to be 5 reciprocated. The art historian's interest in sport history is in subject matter rather than in disciplinary common ground. Be this as it may, the sport historian can find succour in art history for the very particularity of that discipline's ongoing struggle to negotiate a means by which to deal with matters of choice, taste and moral judgement. The 'great artist' approach has proved hard to shake even within the work of art historian's mindful of subjective into the social conditions of art and its production, but this does not mean that art history can be reduced to an explanation of objective outcomes. As Robert Hughes claimed, art 'deals with nuances that have no objective importance'. Yet the seriousness of art is derived from its subjective nature in that 'the human animal is an animal who judges'. 29 Sport historians are especially sensitive to suggestions that their practice is but connoisseurship, engaged in debates over which sportsperson or which sports team was the best in a certain era or of all time. Of course, it is much more than this, just as art history is more than debates over great painters. But for sport history to be about sport history, it must have the discussion of sport and sportspersons as its core subject matter. When this is not the case the scholarship on offer is something other than sport history. Art history has long been opened to the interrogation of social inquiry, while retaining its concerns of 'categorising, interpreting, describing and thinking about works of art'. 30 Sport historians can learn well from its example.
